SPEAKING THEIR LIVES

“Our war on terror begins with al Qaeda, but it does not end there. It will not end until every terrorist group of global reach has been found, stopped and defeated.” 

George Bush reported in Guardian, 21/9/01

“We utterly deny all outward wars and strife and fightings with outward weapons, for any end or under any pretense whatsoever.” 

From the Quaker Peace Testimony,1661

As the largest superpower in the world flexes its military muscles in its‘ war on terror’, Quakers are exercising their peacemaking muscles.  During the week in which American Independence Day fell I met some Quakers who live out their pacifist philosophy in Yorkshire.

Anni Rainbow and Lindis Percy, founders of CAAB, the Campaign for the Accountability of American Bases, have been conducting a weekly vigil outside Menwith Hill station for over ten years.  The station, with its scores of golf ball-like radomes (housing satellite dishes) is an eerie sight in the midst of the beauty of the Yorkshire Dales. 

Anni is a Friend and Lindis is an attender at Quaker meetings. On Tuesday evenings their form of peaceful protest is to walk slowly in front of vehicles leaving the base, holding American flags with Stop Star Wars on them.  Police officers guarding the entrance to the base are “sometimes helpful and sometimes downright unhelpful,” says Anni.

Menwith Hill military base has existed since the mid 1950s.  The official line is that Menwith Hill operates “as a field agency of the (United States) National Security Agency”. It is known to others as one of the world’s biggest spy stations.

The European Parliament has conducted investigations confirming the existence of Echelon, an American-led global espionage system, operated from Menwith Hill and other bases around the world.  According to Yorkshire CND, it is “the largest electronics monitoring station in the world.”  It has the ability to suck up billions of calls, faxes and emails that are conveyed by satellite and other means. 

Menwith Hill will be used in Bush’s “son of star wars” missile defence programme.  It is feared that the British government knows little about what goes on at this base and, when questioned in Parliament, ministers merely fudge the issue. (5)

 On 4th of July, CAAB staged an Independence From America Day.  A public reading of their Declaration of Independence from American Militarism was read out and Caroline Lucas (Green MEP) and Mark Thomas (political satirist) were among the speakers.  Amongst those present, at least 10 percent were Quakers.

Anni explained how her faith informs her activism: “In a way the faith and the action and the conviction are indivisible.  Non-violence lies at the heart of what we do.”

Joyce Pickard, a Quaker for the past 50 years, and one of the 4th of July demonstrators, spoke of 

“the fundamental core belief (in Quakerism) that all human beings are of equal worth as God’s children, therefore any war is civil war and any man is my brother, any woman is my sister and must be treated as my family.” 

 It is Joyce’s opinion, reflecting on the increasingly isolationist position the US is taking, (as it pulls out of international treaties, is reluctant to be part of the ICC and cannot seem to apologise for mistakenly killing scores of people at an Afghan wedding) that

“The USA is the greatest threat…to world justice and world peace.”

She explained that the Monthly Meetings for worship that take place 

alternately at Menwith Hill and Fylingdales (an early warning station situated high up on the Yorkshire moors near Whitby) are witness “to say there is another way, we invite you to consider this, we are not forcing you in any way, but some of us believe that this is the way forward.”

At the July Monthly Meeting the Friends parked their cars outside Fylingdales and got out their folding chairs as if they were preparing for a picnic.  They then simply sat on the verge outside the gates in silence for their hour’s worship.  This was not a political protest, it is simply that the bases are one of their many concerns. Margaret Gardener was at this meeting.  She stated:

“Let your life speak, George Fox said 350 years ago.  Well, that’s it, there’s no use sitting at home wringing our hands, we’ve got to do something.”

When the Americans decided to build two of their bases in Yorkshire, it was perhaps without thinking about the rich history of Quakers in this part of the country.  Going back as far as the 18th century, Quakers have been prominent in Yorkshire, owning businesses such as Rowntrees and the printers, Sessions, setting up Quaker schools and a pioneering mental hospital.  York monthly meeting is one of the largest in the country.  While not all the Friends who protest at the presence of the American bases originally come from Yorkshire, their presence here continues this heritage of Quaker activity.  Their lives and actions are speaking volumes in the age-old tradition of Quaker pacifism.
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